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Long After the Night Watch
Abstract
Vukile was at last free from the maniacal pressure to go to school. He had at last passed his Senior
Certificate. The aggregate wasn't anything exciting at all. It was the usual School Leaving certificate
everyone was only too glad to receive. Vukile had always thought in terms of receiving his education
rather than working it out himself. One always received information, received marks, received certificates;
while, on the other hand one could also receive punishment or receive nothing at all, which was a clear
indication of one's worthlessness. The school is well-known for its caprice and sinister nature. Anyhow, all
that, at least for him, was now in the past. His parents had been blindly enthusiastic about his education.
They had themselves not stayed at school for more than six years. Magqadaza, as the people called his
father, had passed Std 2, and that was all; and his mother, lovingly called Kodu by the kids, had struggled
until she passed Std 5. By that time she was a full-blown woman of 22 with other and more engaging
interests in her life.
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Long After the Night Watch
Vukile was at last free from the maniacal pressure to go to school. He had
at last passed his Senior Certificate. The aggregate wasn't anything exciting at all. It was the usual School Leaving certificate everyone was only
too glad to receive. Vukile had always thought in terms of receiving his
education rather than working it out himself. One always received information, received marks, received certificates; while, on the other hand one
could also receive punishment or receive nothing at all, which was a clear
indication of one's worthlessness. The school is well-known for its caprice
and sinister nature. Anyhow, all that, at least for him, was now in the
past. His parents had been blindly enthusiastic about his education. They
had themselves not stayed at school for more than six years. Magqadaza,
as the people called his father, had passed Std 2, and that was all; and his
mother, lovingly called Kodu by the kids, had struggled until she passed
Std 5. By that time she was a full-blown woman of 22 with other and
more engaging interests in her life.
In those days it was common for girls of her age to attend school in
order to give their boyfriends a chance to meet them, something the
parents shouldn't hear of, but often did. His mother often spoke of her
education and complained all the time that her father deprived her of the
best opportunity to be one of the renowned school people by his absolute
refusal to take a girl too far into the sphere of influence of school education. That would be a senseless waste of time, for quite soon, the girl
would be married, he believed. His father, on his part, thought he was
born to be a herdboy, and he believed that anything exotic and complex
in appearance was meant for sons and daughters of the ever-ambitious
teachers and ministers of religion.
Vukile enjoyed the idea that his parents now thought him educated and
ready to face the world. They had all of a sudden withdrawn into the
background to watch and see their son in action. Already they were practicing the role of old invalids with a worthy son to look after them. He
had not started to look for a job. He was soon to learn how it was almost
impossible for him to obtain work in Transkei.
Five years passed after Vukile's completion of his Senior Certificate. He
had spent all these years visiting employment offices in every small town
of Transkei to no avail. He had worked for small businesses, taken to the
insurance business, written numerous aptitude tests, visited offices of

Long After the Night Watch

83

important relatives to beg for favours and borrowed money in accumulating amount from a wide range of associates and friends. Magqadaza
and Kodu had long given up any hope of his ever getting any work. They
had even stopped pretending that they were growing old and that he
should take over the responsibilities of the house. They just did not know
what to do with him. What affected them most was the disillusionment
they had about the education they now regarded as a white elephant. Fate
had simply not smiled on the family, and they would never see a young
teacher coming out of their hut to meet the morning in the school room,
books under his arm and a cigarette dangling from his lips.
It was on his fifth year after matric that Vukile came to his parents with
the fresh idea of going to Cape Town. So far away from home! Did he
know anybody there? And where was he going to live in Cape Town?
After what seemed a long argument, however, Vukile put his parents at
ease when he said that although he knew no one in that city he would
stay safely with the workers from home at the hostel. More than this, his
parents were persuaded by their own anxiety to get him out of the eyes
of the ever inquisitive villagers who had yapped, laughed and scorned at
this family more intensely than ever in the last five years.
Cape Town, when he got there, was a different place from home. There
were times when Vukile almost completely forgot that he had come to the
city to look for work. Cape Town had everything- at least everything a
simple country, work-seeking young man would ever need. Somebody
suggested a visit to the top of Table Mountain and offered to pay the R7
return each to the top by cable car. Soon, Vukile was laughing, shouting
and peering at a red framed telescope. The first object to stare broodingly
at was, of course, Robben Island. For a number of thoughtful moments his
eyes settled on this small, cap-like piece of land that had acquired so
much notoriety.
Inside the restaurant he annoyed a young serving lady whom he kept
calling 'waiter'- Waiter', come this way! Where are my chips, 'waiter?'
Until his friend nudged him and warned him the lady was mumbling
something about being called a 'bloody waiter'.
'Isn't that what she is, I ask you - a bloody waiter?' asked Vukile
sarcastically after the serving lady had disappeared behind the counters.
'No, chum, you call her "waiter'' and yet she is a waitress.'
'Well? Isn't the job she is doing just the same type of job anybody else
would do?' Why should this job have two names just because underneath
the aprons people are not the same sex?'
After an uneasy silence, his friend said simplistically, 'You will have to
be careful what you say here. This is Cape Town ...'
Before his friend could finish what he was saying, Vukile had leapt to
his feet shouting excitedly. A tall, lanky lad approached with much less
enthusiasm than he showed. The new-comer looked sinewy and hard the type one finds toi-toing down the street or marshalling jostling crowds
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whose salute shakes the foundations of city streets 'Ama-andla!'. They
held hands for what seemed a long moment, chatted at the top of their
voices and laughed. All the time, Vukile's friend showed less enthusiasm
than he himself was radiating. It was quite understandable; he met very
few faces he knew in Cape Town. None could envy him this rare break.
When he finally returned to his table, he explained to his unimpressed
friend that the 'guy' he had been talking to was his contemporary at
Buntingville High School, Transkei. At school, this 'guy' knew all sorts of
things, important names of the heroes, activists involved in the struggle
for black freedom in the country, the Freedom Charter - the lot.
'He was such a politically enlightened fellow,' said Vukile, 'and from
what he tells me, I think now he is even more informed than ever. He has
given me his address - NY 133, Gugulethu. My God! I shall be there tcr
morrow.'
Indeed, at 9 o'clock the following day, Vukile was walking along N 133,
watching the house fronts closely for the desired number. It was on a
Monday morning, and most people had already left for work. In the township it is relatively quieter at this time of day, and there is less danger of
being molested as the bread winners and bag snatchers are fighting it out
with jostling market-goers, making their way through crowded streets and
cutting through angry traffic somewhere in the big city- in fact all over
the city. At last he saw the number written in big, bold, black paint. The
artist, whoever he was, had not bothered to think about shape and prcr
portion. It now looked as though the light-green paint of the wall had two
mighty scars in permanent black paint. He almost thought there was ncr
body inside when his knock summoned no willing footsteps to the door
and no voice rang back to his ear. Just as he was beginning to look up to
see if there was anybody in the row of doors of the backyard flat, the
yellow door before him suddenly stirred and rattled feebly as it started to
open.
A timid little girl stood before him in the doorway. Her wide and clear
forehead made him wonder why she was not at school. She had the making of a professional woman of the future.
'Is "Moscow'' home?'
The little girl visibly shuddered at the mention of that name, and just
before she could make up her mind whether to answer or not, an elderly
voice called sharply from the inner rooms, 'Nomhle, ufunani loo mntu?'
(What does that man want). And then with a ring of impatience, 'Yiz'apa
- come here. And stop talking to idle street-walkers, you hear me?'
The little girl dashed back into the darker recesses of the little house,
leaving the door open. Vukile came in awkwardly and stood hesitatingly
at the doorway. He listened guiltily like an accused person awaiting the
verdict, as his little solicitor was apparently presenting her case on his
behalf somewhere inside. He was now in a sort of lounge- depressed old
settees, a little black-and-white TV, a silly old-fashioned frame around the

Long After the Night Watch

85

words 'GOD BLESS OUR HOME', cheap plastic ornaments here and there
and a pot-plant with a plant whose dry stem crouched like a starved little
lemon with its shrivelled leaves that looked like burnt ears.
'Nlfuna ntoni enye ngoku?' (What else do you, people, want) asked an
abrupt voice from an old woman at the door of the adjoining room. Vukile
had not heard her approach. But she stood with her hand holding onto the
door post like a hanging doth. She looked tired but aggressive. Vukile was
still considering the possible reasons for him being addressed in the plural
and at the same time being regarded as a nuisance when the old woman's
voice cracked again: 'Just go away and never come back here again!'
'But, Ma, I've just come to see "Moscow" ...'
'Moscow your buttocks! First you call this child all sorts of strange
names; then you have him detained and shot at. How long have you been
answering questions about names we never heard of before? Go away before I have you burnt to ashes.' At that very moment a short but stout and
heavily built young man sauntered into the room, eyed Vukile distastefully and asked, 'Mother, what does this fellow want? Have these murderers returned for yet another victim?'
'No, you misunderstand. I'm his friend. I'm only from ...'
'Look here, you mpimpi (police informer). We haven't even washed our
hands following ''Moscow's" burial, but you're here already. Now I am
going to kill you before you can lay your hands on the next victim.'
'But I saw ''Moscow'' only yesterday. I was with him on Table Mountain.'
"'Moscow'' died last week in a prison cell. You know it because you are
with the Special Branch, and you did the interrogation. Sies! You're a
cold-blooded sell-out! It is a shame your skin is so black.'
1'm no policeman. I'm looking for work in Cape Town.'
'Mama, I'm killing this dog now.'
'Oh, no my child! Stop it now! We've seen so much blood already.'
'But, you haven't seen a police informer's blood yet, Mama.'
At that he drew out a thin-bladed knife and lunged forward. Vukile
could hardly move from where he was standing. The whole drama was
so unexpected that he did not budget any time to step out of the knife's
way, which was now already digging hungrily into his body. When he
looked again, his shirt was red with blood and a gush of hot liquid was
coming down his arm from somewhere in the neck. The old woman was
screaming and the little girl was clutching at her skirts and whining
fearfully. The door was now blocked by onlookers from the street and
everyone was shouting something. Vukile took a few steps towards the
door, staggered and collapsed.
'You must go home for a while after they discharge you and let your
parents see you,' said Solly, a distant cousin of Vukile who stayed at the
hostels and worked for the municipality.
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'How long have I been here?'
'A month. You were in a coma all the time. They were sure you were
dead. The police found you near a rubbish pit.'
'Police? Why was it the police who found me?'
'You were lost,- missing. We did not know where you'd gone,' said the
cousin defensively, thinking that their negligence was the point of Vukile's
question.
Vukile didn't pursue his question, however, but instead asked, 'Then
how did you find me?'
'The police found our address in one of your pockets. Tell me, who
attacked you, and why?'
And why indeed, thought Vukile, but even then he could not think clearly. He could not be sure that such a thing as this attack had happened. He
lied feebly about someone who challenged him in the street and attacked
him. The whole story was an enigma- even the true version. But what he
wanted most was for the cousin to leave him alone at once so that he
could sort out the confusion of facts in his mind. He had been trying to
do just that now for a week without success. Finally Solly left his bedside,
promising, however, to come and see him again. Before he was discharged.
Vukile would have dismissed the unfortunate incident of his attack as
having been caused by mistaken identity or something like that. But he
could not understand how 'Moscow' could be said to be dead. He went
over his whole meeting with 'Moscow' inside the restaurant on Table
Mountain to try and detect any indication that he could be a ghost, an apparition. There was no such evidence. The whole conversation had taken
place on a purely human level and in broad daylight too. Then he tried
to recall the manner 'Moscow' uttered his home address and telephone
number. He had repeated every number and word after him and had read
this to him after taking it down. Just as their teacher had wisely advised
them to do. No. There could be no mistake about that. And then the
actual street and number? He had asked several people and had seen the
number himself. Impossible! Could he be an informer then ... and did not
know it? How could such a thing ever happen? And yet the fury of
'Moscow's' people ... That was real enough. He could still see the face of
'Moscow's' male relative disfigured with fury.
Vukile would have preferred to stay in hospital much longer (for he had
twelve deep wounds on his body), had it not been for something that happened on the evening after 'Solly's' visit. Three suspicious-looking boys
obviously from the township walked into the ward in which he slept. His
fear of these township fellows was impulsive. He closed his eyes and pretended to be asleep. It was a long moment as he waited for them to pass.
Soon he could hear their shuffling steps and his whole body recoiled impulsively. Then he heard one of them say, 'Hey. Do you see this fellow?'
The shuffling stopped, and there was a long pause. Then something like
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a long hiss pronounced a shock, 1t's that dog! So he's here!
Uyaxok' uzawuhamb'u5-sathan! - the devil deceives himself, he's going!'
'Wait until he comes out. I know where he stays,' said another. As they
moved on their voices gradually became inaudible. So it was true! He was
the undesirable element in the township. And more people than
'Moscow's' family apparently knew him. But how could he suddenly
acquire so much notoriety for himself? He knew little about political
activities and about Mandela he knew as much as any other ordinary individual. He was not a hero of anything, nor was any other member of his
family. Were they not perhaps mistaking him for someone else? His immediate thought was to go home. Go home and away from Cape Town.
He thought of a number of options - about begging the doctor to discharge him earlier, escape from hospital, cook up a story about a sudden
death in the family. He soon realized the folly of leaving the hospital
alone. He knew very little about Cape Town and the moment he was outside the hospital gates, he would not know what to do. He decided to
wait for the doctor to make his rounds. That could be the right time to
ask. Then he would send for Solly. There were nurses from Section 1 here,
where Solly lived. They could pass the message easily.
The doctor came at 7 p.m. He listened sympathetically, but was obviously not concentrating on the elaborate reasons. Vukile had two, very deep
wounds but they did not seem to have complications. Pumping out the
abscess three days ago had helped the healing. It would be just another
week. He slumped back helplessly. A week! Give the township a whole
week to mobilise against him. He felt weak in the knees.
The week passed slowly but uneventfully for Vukile. He was discharged
in the evening, and Solly with a number of young men were there to fetch
him. At the hostel he packed his little suitcase slowly. His back was in
unspeakable pain and his muscles were numb. He felt that his treatment
was not as effective as it had been when he had been lying in a hospital
bed. The wounds felt raw, raw, raw. Solly ran around borrowing money
for Vukile's journey to Transkei. He collected R100 and some loose money
and made numerous promises to various creditors. One creditor was a
shrewd smokolo runner. She gave him R30 with a curt warning that the
money should return by the end of the month together with the money for
weekend beers. All the same, Vukile was in a Transkei-bound taxi by 10
o'clock the following morning. The quest that brought him to Cape Town
had misled him. He was now turning his back on the Mother City with
its enigmatic dwellers and its cursed hill.
But a more enigmatic experience awaited him at home. It was after two
o'clock in the afternoon when his tired feet finally brought him to the
rugged road leading from the bus stop into the village. He could see his
home below an overhanging hill - or maybe where his home should be.
But he wasn't certain if that was indeed his home until he got to about
five hundred yards or so of the homestead . The place was crowded with
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people, the numbers one would expect at the funeral service of a popular
figure. Vukile was puzzled because in his father's house there were no
such people - his parents, his uncles and aunts, his three sisters, his
younger brother ... who else? But as he approached, a procession led by
a team of priests and a casket draped in a black-green and gold cloth
floated like a barge over the crowds. Black-green and gold, and red flags
were hoisted high. Accompanying these were banners - UDF, COSATU,
AZAPO, AZASO, COSAS, IDASA and many others. Divisions of what
looked like students and pupils jostled and danced the toi-toi, their fists
occasionally coming up like myriads of mysterious question marks punctuating the air. Who could be in that coffin? Had he, Vukile Dolo, perhaps
died of his wounds and did not know it - not just yet? But he was no
hero. What could he have done?
As he approached, with his suitcase on his shoulder, nobody took notice
of him. Those who looked in his direction glared absent-mindedly and
again looked ahead. The graveyard wasn't far, and the casket was being
carefully lowered to the ground. He put his suitcase on the veranda thinking to join the crowd at the graveyard. A fireplace with about fifteen black
pots featured in front of the main building. Here young married women
busied themselves checking if the food was ready to serve when the
mourners returned from the graveyard. Vukile knew none of these women
and they obviously did not recognize him. He decided to go to the graveyard at once and ask his questions there.
For a while he stood at the fringes of the crowd at the graveyard, hoping
to see someone he knew so he could ask whose funeral this was. But finding himself standing amongst complete strangers he urged forward. He
was hoping for a chance to see the body if they allowed him. Still he was
not sure if he wasn't himself a Spirit, and forced his way to where the
coffin was, mainly trying to test if those he leaned against could feel and
see him. People at a funeral are not always fussy about how others jostle
them about, so he was met with solemn indifference that told him nothing. The anxiety caused by the fear that he might find his face glaring
back at him in the coffin made him to press forward more forcefully.
Then he bumped against Sipendu, who cast one suspicious glance at him
and pulled him guardedly out of the crowd. Vukile found himself following helplessly, like someone under a spell.
'Uncle, whose funeral is this?' asked Vukile as soon as they were at the
fringes of the crowd.
'Look, I'm not going to answer such questions now,' said Uncle Sipendu
with solemn harshness. 1 want you to know that you are not wanted here.
Go to my home at Bongo village and ask your cousins to keep you there
until I return,' he said with fierce paternalism.
'But, Uncle, what's the matter? I have only just arrived from Ca ..'
'No! Don't mention that place here! Do you wish to die?'
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'But, Uncle,' pleaded Vukilealmost desperate, 'Uncle, I don't understand.
Isn't this my home anymore? I have so many questions to ask. I have just
escaped from death. Where's my father? Where's my mother? Where are
my parents?'
At that, his uncle leaned forward and whispered ominously, a grave look
of fear in his eyes, 'There are people from Gugulethu in this crowd. They
have inflamed everyone with hatred and they have told the most gruesome stories about you. Now go at once, or before you say 'nay' you'll be
dead.'
At the mention of Gugulethu, Vukile did not hesitate. There seemed no
end to his escape. Ever since he saw 'Moscow' on top of that stupidlooking hill he had become a perpetual fugitive. Yet no would tell him
why.
Vukile could have believed it if someone told him he'd gone mad. His
madness had encroached upon him without his knowing. Anyway, does
a madman know it before he is cured? He sat on the low hand-made
chair, his head between his knees. His little cousins and their friends eyed
him curiously, but said nothing. A serene silence fell over the little hut.
'Uncle, please tell me- what have I done? What is wrong with me?' asked
Vukile anxiously as soon as his uncle had gone through the formality of
greeting him and asking after his health and had settled down on a low,
shiny block of wood. His aunt had returned first from the funeral. She
was obviously shocked to see him in her lounge but she had said very
little. Except to reassure him that his uncle was on his way home. Uncle
Sipendu looked down for a long moment and said without looking at him,
'Vukile, things have changed radically in our villages. They are no longer
the same. All our shops were burnt down - we travel distances to buy a
box of matches and paraffin. Today we buried someone we thought a
complete stranger when he first came here more than a week ago.'
'Who was it?'
'Msokoli ... '
'Who is Msokoli?'
'Msokoli ... or something like that ... '
Vukile jumped to his feet. 'Moscow'? Was this old man trying to tell him
about 'Moscow'? Why the enigmatic name again? 'Who is this Moscow?
Who is he?' Such a question could obviously not be meant to be answered
by Sipendu. He looked briefly into the confused face of his nephew and
spread out his hands in a gesture of despair as if he had hoped the name
would extract some meaning from him. Then suddenly he became alert
and accusing, Why did you kill those poor people? What did you think
you were doing. Had you not gone to look for work in Cape Town? What
is this we hear about the night watch?' Vukile sat up. He felt like a
trapped rabbit and, somehow, did not care anymore.
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We had no choice. Everyone who stayed there had to join in and fight.
They had no right telling people not to go to work. If we didn' t kill first,
they would have killed us anyway. Why should they single me out?'
'Your police friends are so confident of you they even take you to the
mountain resorts now, don't they?' asked Sipendu almost accusingly. His
nephew looked down at his dusty shoes. He failed to answer the question.
'So it is true then?' continued Sipendu almost as though he expected a
different answer.
'Yes.'
'Everything we heard today?'
'Yes ... everything you probably heard ... '
'Oh, the horror of it all ... ' pursued the older man and stared far beyond
the door. There was nothing to see but darkness.
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